The approach of Ayurveda to health care is through the relationship of man and his environment and the attainment of harmony between the internal and external environment. Restoration of the natural equilibrium through the right approach by an all round health practices as has been enumerated concisely in the Ayurvedic system and implemented in the social practice, is possibly the best means of achieving total health care.
Modern conception is mechanistic, while Ayurvedic conception, in keeping with oriental thinking on the same topic, is a spiritualistic one.
Therefore, health, according to Ayurveda is a total physical, sensory, mental and spiritual well being.
Though the words like arogya, anamaya or niramaya literally mean only a disease free state, they are to be understood in positive sense only. The commonly used term for health is Swasthya which literally means a state of well being.
Health and disease are two extremes. They form a spectrum with various leaves or degrees in between.
It is not always possible to draw a clear line between physiologic and pathologic process, between health and disease. Various transitions from one state to the other may take place. Even healthy people are potentially ill. Similarly in spite of the presence of some clinical signs peculiar to their constitution some individuals are healthy. Then what is the yardstick to distinguish health from illness? Life can be either Sukha or Duhkha. The former is health and the latter is disease. Of course, the day to day practical experience of the physician enables him, in most cases, to distinguish the physiologic state from the pathologic. But Susruta's description of Swastha serves as definition and parameter of Swasthya. He says, one in whom all the physiological activities including digestive and metabolic ones are normal and whose spirit, mind, senses are in tranquil condition is considered healthy.
Such health is the supreme foundation for the performance of one's duty, acquisition of wealth, gratification of legitimate pleasures of life and the achievement of salvation.
The concept of positive health is as old as Ayurveda. Says Agnivesa "that should form the daily practice which not only serves as a prophylactic against coming diseases but helps to maintain present well being".
Cakrapani says that health can be maintained in two ways by the intake of good food (nutrition) and habits which replenish the ever decreasing tissue elements and avoidance of all causes adversely affecting health. The classical example of lamp in this context is worth noting. A lamp is maintained by continuous supply of oil and wick as well as by protecting it from sudden exposure to wind, moth or other disturbing causes.
Health is a state of balance between our internal and external environment. Illhealth is caused by error of judgment violating the rules of health and irresistible seasonal influence. The former is avoidable while the later is inevitable.
Health cannot be bestowed upon people by another person or organization. It has to be earned through intelligence and right direction. The body machine requires to be maintained in good working order for maximum period. One must be highly deligent in respect of the maintenance of his body just as a city ruler in the up keep of his city and charioteer in the maintenance of his chariot.
The first example refers to prevention of nija (internal) rogas while the second to that of external or agantuka.
Since the community or society consists only of individuals, community or society's health depends upon individual's health as well as by the state of environment, socio economic position and levels of living.
Ours is a country second most populous in the world. It is a developing country with its 80% population living in rural areas, 20% in the Urban or semi urban areas. 10% in the urban areas live in slums. Nearly 90% live in unsatisfactory sanitary conditions. Hospitals are only in the urban or semi urban areas. The whole country is divided into 5000 blocks, with a Primary Health Centre (P. H. C.) in each block to cater to the needs of 60,000 to 80,000 people living in each block. Here also only persons near the headquarters of the block are benefited. Mini P. H. C. S. are recommended by some voluntary agencies to cater to the needs of 2000 families of approximately 10,000 population, staffed with apart time medical officer, technician and an A. N. M. to carry out preventive measures like immunization, collection of health statistics, to provide treatment facilities for common ailments and referring cases needing expert attention to primary health centres. A casual visit to rural areas or interior parts of any city will make us feel that health condition of the people are far from satisfactory.
The amount spent on national health by U. K. annually is more than our total budget for the whole year. Other affluent countries spend more. The amount spent by them is approximately 5% to 8% of their total budget. Hardly 2% of our total budget is set apart for health in this country. The amount allotted for Indian Medicine is very meagre. Under this condition, it is a folly to hope to improve national health by preventing water, air and other environment borne diseases. Even if all our national income is spent, the environmental hygiene cannot be improved appreciably. It may take a few decades or centuries. The only way is to improve personal health by suitable health education and prophylactic measures. The question before us is whether Ayurveda is aware of the gigantic health problems of the nation? If so, what is the Ayurvedic approach to the same? The very name Ayurveda implies that it is a way of life attaching more importance to promotion of health and prevention of diseases than treatment of illnesses. It describes hygiene, sanitation, preventive medicine and social medicine. It prescribes wholesome diet, health practices and behaviours for the maintenance of health. Out of eight branches, two branches i.e. Rasayana and Vajikarana, exclusively deal with promotion of health.
Ayurveda's concern of social health is so much, that it prohibits matrimony among the close relatives particularly in the same gotra perhaps to avoid genetic abnormalities in the issues.
It prescribes special diet and practices even before the union of parents, to enhance the guality of seeds, so that constitutional disorders can be avoided in the issues. It prescribes special diet and practices even before the union of parents, to enhance the guality of seeds, so that constitutional disorders can be avoided in the issue. Similarly masanumasika, during gestation and pregnancy, as well as diet and behaviour prescribed for mother and child in postnatal period, its instance on breast feeding, prescription of lactagogue all indicate how much importance it has attached to maternity and child care. Ahara, nutrition, swapna sleep including rest and sex regulation (brahma carya), these three are considered as three supporters of life.
Ayurveda prescribes mainly wholesome food articles (ekantahita) under all conditions, for all types of persons. The food articles mentioned there in are something like the concept of balanced diet. They are not only conductive to the physical well being but also aimed at promoting the well being of the mind. The classification of food articles into wholesome, unwholesome, and wholesome -cumunwholesome are unique in Ayurveda. Natural qualities of food articles, preparation, combination, quantity, habitat, preparation, combination, quantity, habitat, season or period, dietetic regulations and user and his constitutional peculiarties, these eight factors dealt with elaborately govern Ayurvedic nutrition. It is to be observed that in modern idease of nutrition, many of the above factors are not considered in planning a diet. The ten factors to be taken in to account in formulating Ayurvedic line of treatment are equally important while prescribing ahara and achara. Therefore Ayurveda does not believe in prescribing uniform health practices to people of different prakrtis, regions or age. It is natural to seek priya or objects of liking, but Ayurveda insists that one should seek only hita. Hence the importance of hitasevana, says Ksayapa "After seeing the various illness caused by the unbalanced and irregular food one must be intelligent enough to control his senses, and cultivate the habit of using only the wholesome food in moderate quantity, that too in time".
The works under dina-charya deal with early rising, non-suppression of avidharya, urges and regulation of the dharya urges, dental care, care of tongue and mouth, various types of gargles for the care of throat, nasal drops, massages and baths, modes of wear, the care of hands and the feet, the necessity of shaving, avoidance of ahita ahara and intoxicants, regular meals, rest and sleep, housing, disinfection with various types of dhuma, avoidance of strains, cleanliness of surrounding and drinking water.
Here Ayurveda lays stress more on preventing the diseases, including infections and communicable diseases by cleaning the gateways of infecting agents, particularly for mucus membrane as may be seen from the prescription of gandushana, anjana, nasya which deserve detailed study.
Under seasonal routine we come across a very interesting, enlightening and useful study of the need of adjustment of daily routine, according to the changes of temperature and other climatic and atmospheric variations, during the six bimonthly seasons of the year. A person strictly observing these rules is expected to develop immunity to seasonal diseases and epidemics, and attain a long and healthy life. Under janapadodhwamseya, special individual and communal health measures are elaborately described to counter or abort mass diseases on individual and mass scales.
The basic etiological factor of all diseases is the dhatuvaisamya and restoration of dhatu samya in health (Caraka) .
Susruta also emphasizes the importance of maintaining the constancy of the internal environment and keeping them in a state of equilibrium.
The equilibrium is disturbed by periodical states of day, night, meals and vayas or age as well as seasons. The disturbance caused by periodical states of day and night, and meal is minor, which gets adjusted soon without causing much pain or discomfiture, however the disturbance caused by the irresitable kala or season, particularly if the season is irregular of afflicted, requires immediate correction. Otherwise, it will lead to accumulation of dosas into the system which is the first phase of pathogenesis of any disease according Ayurveda. Unless this is set right at this initial Sancaya stage itself the body becomes pre disposed to incidence of all kinds of endogenous diseases. (Vagbhata).
Therefore the fundamental for the preservation of health is the constant application of the pented of natural purificatory process to restore and maintain the equilibrium or body elements. Wherever the individuals are not fit for such purificatory or sodhana processes at least some samana measures are to be adopted. Ayurveda considers (vegavadharana) suppression of urges not to be suppressed, like hunger, thirst, micturition, defecation etc. is a cause for many diseases. There are certain psychological or emotional urges which are to be controlled or regulated. Therefore non -suppression of urges like hunger etc. and regulation of emotions are important to prevent physical and mental illnesses. People of certain professions involving sedentary habits are described as nityaturas as they suppress the urges owing to their pre-occupation in their duties. Host, agent and environment are the three factors to be considered in the disturbances of equilibrium. Therefore preventive medicine envisages environmental sanitation, as well as improving the resistance of the host to disease. Immunisation is only one of the ways of improving is only one of the ways of improving the resistance of the host to infection. Ayurveda prescribes rasayana for achieving the same purpose. Rasayana plays an important role in providing the nonspecific type of immunity or natural resistance.
There are a number of commonly available Rasayan drugs which can be included easily in our diet or used as greens.
It is said that cita (funeral Pyre) burins the dead while cinta (worry), a living person. Therefore Vagbhata says care free state (acinta), pleasure (harsana), rice meal (santarpana) and sound sleep (swapna) will make a man as fat as a pig.
In other words, emotional and psychological disturbances are to be avoided for prevention of illness. Conditions of sarira and manas affect each other. Moral health is equally important, caraka says, "diseases do not befall a man in whom thought, word and deed are happily blended the mind is controlled, the understanding is clear and who is possessed of knowledge, austerity and absorption in yoga". Acara rasayana prescribed by caraka while describing Rasayana measures deserve our attention. It must be remembered that the understanding of the traditional habits and beliefs of the Community is absolutely essential for the success of any programme in prevention of diseases and promotion of health. The Vaidyas practicing in the rural areas still maintain some hold on the rural people. Therefore it is not only desirable but essential to involve these people in health education.
It is also highly desirable to have a few beds reserved in each primary health centers exclusively for the Ayurvedic treatment. The Vaidyas in the rural areas are to be given orientation course not only in spreading Ayurvedic health concepts, in treating the common ailments, but also to diagnose cases to be referred to Ayurvedic experts at block level. Many of them can be included under the Swasthyarakshaka schemes of the Government. More than 80% of illnesses are common minor ailments which are capable of self limiting. They can be effectively treated with harmless drugs without swelling the number of iatrogenic diseases by rash treatment.
Ayurveda is not merely a compendium of drugs but, what is more important, a way of life. This way of life, which perhaps is partly medical and partly social and cultural and which laid down definite laws of healthy-living, personal cleanliness, correct dietetic habits, a ban on addiction, promiscuous sex relations, is something which India has to be proud of and make every effort to retain and popularize. Let me conclude in Kalidasa's words slightly modified to suit the context "Nothing is bad just became it is old, nothing is good just because it is new Great men select the right thing after careful examination only, the unintelligent is to be lead by others opinion".
